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Asbestos settlement proposal sets 
off lobbying war 
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

WASHINGTON - As a child in Montana, Mike Switzer played around the local vermiculite 
mine, swinging off a rope into dusty piles of insulation and pushing toy cars through asbestos-
laden dust in nearby yards. 
 
Now, at 65, Switzer has asbestosis, one of the asbestos-related illnesses blamed for more 
than 200 deaths in the area near the W.R. Grace mine and mill in Libby, Mont. 
 
''I pick up the paper every week and there's at least one every two weeks that dies from 
asbestosis,'' said Switzer, a former smoker who no longer can work his ranch after contracting 
the illness and losing a lung to cancer. 
 
Switzer and thousands like him are at the heart of a complex question facing Congress: what 
to do about the costly and deadly fallout from the nation's long and wide-ranging use of 
asbestos. 
 
It's a lobbying fight with the highest of stakes: life and death, lawsuits, corporate 
bankruptcies, jobs and billions of dollars. 
 
Senate Judiciary Committee chairman Sen. Orrin Hatch has proposed a settlement fund that 
would shield asbestos-related companies from further lawsuits while providing at least $108 
billion to people sickened by the products. The money would come from companies and their 
insurers. 
 
''Everybody's lobbying on this,'' said U.S. Chamber of Commerce lobbyist Bruce Josten, who is 
among them. According to Wall Street analysts, he said, ''half of the Fortune 500, one way or 
another, is exposed.'' 
 
On one side are victims and their relatives, who with the help of trial lawyers attest to the 
horrible effects of asbestos-related illness. On the other side, companies say lawsuits are 
threatening their solvency and jobs. 
 
Unions are on both sides. The AFL-CIO says there's not enough money in Hatch's proposed 
fund and too many companies have hidden behind bankruptcy to avoid paying claims. But 
some of its affiliates, like the Boilermakers, also raise concerns about jobs lost to rising 
lawsuits. 
 
It wasn't until the late 1960s and '70s that the American public learned that asbestos - used in 
products ranging from automotive brake linings to building insulation - caused cancer and 
other illnesses. 
 
Now, years after asbestos began disappearing from commercial use in the United States, 
thousands exposed to it have gotten sick or fear they will. Many are suing companies that 
made or used asbestos, or acquired businesses that did. 
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Companies say in some cases they have been sued because of only peripheral connections to 
asbestos or by people who aren't even ill. The American Bar Association says asbestos claims 
are overwhelming the courts. 
 
Several interest groups, along with the nation's governors, are looking to Congress for help. 
Hatch's proposal cleared the Senate Judiciary Committee this summer. Business groups are 
trying to resolve remaining issues - many with potential to derail the bill - and push it through 
the Senate before Congress heads home for the year.  
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